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ABSTRACT 

This study in upstate New York investigated certain 
characteristics of 602 public affairs education discussion groups; 
relative group stability in terms of change in size over time; 
whether characteristics affect group survival; and . how group 
structure is related to certain attitudes on individualism and 
community growth. Data were gathered by questionnaire (about a 50% 
response) on community size, residence, age, sex, educational level, 
occupations, group size, and number of communities represented, in 
each group. Members (52.5% men and 47.5% women) were largely farmers, 
housewives, or professionals, aged 25-65, high school graduates or 
beyond, and residents of population centers and of urban or 
transitional counties. Single community representation was dominant 
(60%), especially in rural areas (63%). Most groups were relatively 
heterogeneous, but on a consistent basis. Those with eight to eleven 
members more often stayed the same size than larger or smaller 
groups. Ages under 35, postgraduate education, and professional, 
technical, or related employment were related to group survival; ages 
36-55 were positively related. Farm residence negatively affected 
attitudes toward community economic growth. Education, residence, and 
occupation affected perceived dependence on the future of one's 
community, (ly) 
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I. Discussion Groups and Community Development 

The present study is an analysis of discussion groups organized in 
connection with a public affairs education program in community development 
during February 1964. 1 The discussion series from which the study data 
were obtained represent an attempt to improve the participants' understand- 
ing of selected public issues related to the future development of New 
York State communities. A discussion approach was used because it was 
believed to be more efficacious than others in achieving the program ob- 
jectives. Several important functions of small groups when utilized in a 
community oriented study program can be identified: (l) to define or 

redefine community problems and their relevance to individuals, (2) to 
provide opportunities for developing new understanding through broadening 
the basis of factual knowledge and through confrontation with different 
points of view, and (3) to enhance citizen identification with the con- 
cerns of a community. 

Sponsors of the educational program expressed interest in these 
questions: What are the characteristics of people attracted to discussion 

groups? What causes some groups to continue while others drop out of the 
program? Are there guidelines to help adult educators to more effectively 
Utilize small, informal discussion groups in educational programs on 
community planning and development? In an attempt to answer these and re- 
lated questions the present study: (l) offers a descriptive analysis of the 

602 discussion groups in terms of certain compositional characteristics, 

(2) investigates the relative stability of groups as measured by change in 
membership size over time, (3) determines whether or not certain composi- 
tional characteristics affect group survival, and (4) explores the rela- 
tionship between group structure and attitudes toward community growth, 
and community dependency. 



1. A previous interim report provides information on the characteristics 
of individual participants throughout the four week discussion series. 
Cummings, Gordon and Harp, John, "Operaction Advance: A Report of the 
February 1964 Discussion Series", Mimeograph, Department of Rural 
Sociology, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York: 1964. 



The series was sponsored by the Extension Service at Cornell University. 
Participants were provided with reference material containing four eight-page 
pamphlets — (l) Community Growth and Development,- (2) Education and the 
Future, (3) Resources - Land, Water, and People, and (4) Amidst World Tensions. 
Participants also received a one-page questionnaire for each discussion topic 
requesting certain information as to the characteristics of individual partici- 
pants. 

Data for the present analysis were obtained from self-administered ques- 
tionnaires. They were completed by each participant upon termination of a 
given discussion period, collected by the leader, and forwarded to Cornell 
University for coding and analysis. Since there were four discussion periods, 
data were collected four times yielding 602 groups ranging in size from 2 to 
31 individuals with a total of approximately 6000 participants. Estimates as 
to the overall rate of questionnaire response by program directors ran as 
high as fifty percent. As to the representativeness of the sample, question- 
naires were received from groups in all 45 participating counties of the State. 
Two general classes of information were obtained through the above methods: 

(l) social characteristics of individual participants and (2) &ttitudinal re- 
sponses to items dealing with the discussion topics covered each week. 



II. Characteristics of Participants 
A. General Characteristics 
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The public affairs education program was carried out in 80 percent of the 
upstate counties in New York State. For purposes of the present analysis 44 
counties and 19*707 participants comprise the sample. A higher rate of partici- 
pation in terms of number of groups is found in counties with 50,000 to 100,000 
population and lowest for counties with populations in excess of 100,000. 

Almost 1/3 or 30 percent of the participants claim farm residence while a 
smaller percentage of participants (5»3 percent) come from population centers 
of more than 25 , 000 . • Men and women are represented in almost equal numoers, 

53 and 47 percent respectively'. The discussion program attracted a larger per- 
centage of housewives than any other single occupational category (39 percent) 
and along with the professional group they make up 60 percent of the total 
number of participants. Nearly 4" of the participants have some college and 
almo st l/3 have at least high school thereby comprising the modal educational 
category. A majority of the discussion series participants are in the 36-55 
age category (57 percent) with small percentages representing either age ex- 
tremes (under 25 or over 65)* Almost 2/3 (65 percent) of the participants 
attend all four discussion sessions. .......... 

B. Rural-Urban Context 

Upon identifying the salient characteristics of participants in the series 
we shall explore variations that might exist when these attributes are analyzed 
for rural and urban counties. A classification of rural, transitional and urban 
counties based on both total population and population density is used. The 
44 counties in this particular sample are distributed as follows: 16 rural, 

l6 transitional, and 12 urban. Table IlB-1 shows the distribution of groups 



1. Counties classified as rural, had a population of less than 50,000 and a 
density per square mile of less than 60. The transitional category consists 
of counties with a population of from 50,000 to 100,000 and a density per 
square miles of 60 to 150. Urban counties are those whose population exceeds 
100,000 and density per square mile exceeds 150. 
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and individuals for each of the rural-urban categories throughout the four 
meeting periods. The results show a larger number of groups and participants 
in the rural and transitional counties, compared with the urban. These findings 
may reflect the differential appeal of the program to various areas of the 
state and the variations in extension staff allocated to the task of organizing 
groups within counties. The weekly attrition of groups does not differ signif- 
icantly when comparing rural, transitional and urban counties, namely 1.0, 1.3 
and 1.1 percents respectively. Examining loss of participants for each of the 
typed counties one finds losses of 18.3, 22.8 and 22*3 percents for the rural, 
transitional and urban counties when comparing the first and fourth weeks. 

The differences are not significant. 

Occupation : 

Beginning our analysis of the 19,70? participants we examine the dis- 
tribution of occupation for the rural-urban counties. The most predictable 
finding in Table llB-2 shows the percentage of farmers for each of the three 
categories of counties. Farmers represent a higher percentage of participants 
in the rural than in either transitional or urban counties. 

Tito other salient results may be gleaned from the table and refer to the 
percentages of housewives and managers, proprietors and officials respectively. 
With respect to the former as an occupational category one finds a significantly 
higher percentage of housewives as participants in the urban context. Community 
leadership apparently continues to be a role open primarily to males in the 
rural as contrasted with the more urban settings. Concerning the percentage of 
managers, officials, proprietors it is of interest to note that although their 
absolute numbers would be greater in the more urban environment, they comprise 
a larger percentage of participants in the rural counties. For this particular 
occupational category in the rural counties participation in local community 
affairs may be defined as an integral part of their managerial role. 

Sex : 

One finds a larger percentage of female participants in the urban 
counties when compared with rural and transitional. These results may 
reflect the more traditional role for women in the rural when compared with 



the urban context. 
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Education: 
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The distribution of participants with varying amounts of formal education is 
quite similar for each of the three types of counties. In all three contexts 
and throughout the four weeks we find a majority of the participants with 12 to 
15 years of formal education. Athough median levels of education would vary 
for the population as a whole, within these three types of counties, the dis- 
cussion series does not reflect these differences. 

The percentage of participants under 35 is greater in the urban counties 
when compared with the rural and transitional categories. Once again relatively 
stable patterns are found for each of the four weeks within a given rural- 
urban context. 

Place of Residence : 

Although one would expect some relationship between place of residence of 
particpants and counties classified as to population size it is surprising to 
note that in each of the three classes of counties the modal residence pattern 
for participants is farm or open country. .One does find however, that a much 
higher percentage of participants from urban counties come from places of more 
than 25,000 population. 

Community Representation : 

The single community pattern is dominant for the rural counties but less 
characteristic of the transitional and urban counties. The percentage of 
participants giving three or more communities represented within a group is 
almost twice as large for' urban when compared with rural counties. Despite these 
variations the modal pattern continues to be single community representation for 
all three types of counties. 
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XaDie act 

Population 

Characteristics 


etA.S3LJ.C2> Ui 

Rural 


Transitional 


Urban 


Sex 


% 


% 


7 

40.4 


Male 


56.6 


56.7 


Female 


43.5 


43.3 


59.6 


Total 


100 (6720) 


100 (7979) 


100 (5008) 


Occupation 

Housewives 


35 


34 


53 


Farmer 


17 


16 


7 


Professional 


20 


22 


19 


Managers 


n 

U 


8 


4 


Others 


20 


20 


17 


Total 


100(6720) 


100(7979) 


100(5008) 


Age 


<25 


3 


4 


3 


26-35 


19 


21 


26 


36-45 


33 


34 


34 


46-55 


25 


24 


20 


56-65 


13 


10 


11 


>65 


7 


7 


6 


Total 


100(6720) 


100(7979) 


100(5008) 


Residence 


Farm 


33 


33 


23 


Open Country 


24 


23 


33 


Center <25,000 


40 


40 


25 


Center > 25,000 


0 


2 


16 


Other 


3 


2 


3 


Total 


100(6720) 


100(7979) 


100(5008) 


Community Representation 
One 63 


61 


52 


Two 


25 


27 


27 


Three or more 


12 


12 


21 


Total 


100(6720) 


100(7979) 


100(5008) 


Education 


8 or less years 


3.3 


2.3 


Z.Z 


9-11 


11.0 


8.2 


.8.7 


12 


31.4 


31.1 


28.5 


13-15 


22.2 


24.5 


26.3 


16 


13.6 


14.3 


15.0 


17 or more 


1G.6 


19.7 


19.2 


Total 


100 (6720) 


100 (7979) 


100 (5008) 



Total 

% 

52.5 

47.5 

100 (19707) 



39 

14 

21 

7 

19 

100(19707) 



4 

21 

33 

24 

11 

7 

100(19707) 



30 

26 

36 

5 

3 

100(19707) 



60 

26 

14 

100(19707) 



2.6 

9.3 

30.5 

24.2 

14.3 
19.2 

100* (19707) 




